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he aim of this essay is simply to study and explore the way two
major American writers with strong ties to New England used
the same symbolic image: that of a long-forgotten wood-pile.
This image plays a crucial role in the final chapter of Herman Melville’s
1855 novel, Israel Potter, and is the subject of the concluding poem (if,
as many critics have done, we consider the two poems in italics that
open and close the book as a kind of external frame) of Robert Frost’s
most influential volume, North of Boston (1914). It is not my contention
that Frost’s poem was directly influenced by Melville’s novel. Israel
Potter was a little-known work in the early years of the 20th century,
when Frost’s poem was written. It is true that just a year later Frost
included Typee in a course on the literature of rebels that he taught at
Amherst College, along with Walden, Lavengro, and the auto -
biographies of Edward Gibbon and Benvenuto Cellini (Thompson
1970, 251); however, Typee was a far-better known work than Israel
Potter and I have been unable to find any direct reference to this later
novel in any of his writings. What I am interested in exploring is the
reason why these two writers should have chosen to focus on this par-
ticular symbol at key moments in important works. 
In the very last chapter of Israel Potter, the eponymous hero, now an
octogenarian, makes his way back to the “Promised Land” of his
youth, together with his one surviving son. After some fruitless days in
Boston he sets off for the country of the Housatonic, only to find that
“the exile’s presence in these old mountain townships proved less a
return than a resurrection” (190). He is even unable to identify with
any certainty the site of his father’s homestead. When he thinks he has
identified a field, it turns out “that but three summers since, a walnut
grove had stood there” (191). He has vague memories of his father
determining to plant just such a grove but “his shattered mind” cannot
be sure of its location. As he has done throughout the novel the narra-
tor continually raises expectations only to dash them in the subsequent
sentence.
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Just when it seems that Potter is destined to succumb to yet another
disappointment, the narrator recounts his discovery of one tangible
(even though barely so) sign of his former days: 
Ere long, on the mountain side, he passed into an ancient natural
wood, which seemed some way familiar, and midway in it, paused
to contemplate a strange, mouldy pile, resting at one end against a
sturdy beech. Though wherever touched by his staff, however
lightly, this pile would crumble, yet here and there, even in pow-
der, it preserved the exact look, each irregularly defined line, of
what it had originally been—namely, a half-cord of stout hemlock
(one of the woods least affected by exposure to the air), in a forego-
ing generation chopped and stacked up on the spot, against sledg-
ing-time, but, as sometimes happens in such cases, by subsequent
oversight, abandoned to oblivious decay—type now, as it stood
there, of forever arrested intentions, and a long life still rotting in
early mishap.
“Do I dream?” mused the bewildered old man, “or what is this
vision that comes to me of a cold, cloudy morning, long, long ago,
and I heaving yon elbowed log against the beech, then a sapling?
Nay, nay, I cannot be so old.” (191)
However, he is not allowed to linger long over this symbol of transience;
in the very next sentence we are told that his son bids him to come away
“from this dismal damp wood.” They next encounter a man ploughing
and Potter recognizes in the “little heap of ruinous burnt masonry” some
last remnants of his old hearth-stone, which now serves merely as an
obstacle to the man’s plough.  
With extreme economy the narrator hurries to a conclusion; after a
bleak three-word paragraph—“Few things remain”—the rest of
Potter’s life is dismissed in five summary sentences, the final one man-
aging to be both dismissive and moving: “He died the same day that
the oldest oak on his native hills was blown down” (192).
Israel Potter is a deeply unsettling work. The final chapter has been
criticized by some as indicative of Melville’s wish to simply rush to a
conclusion. However, the very brevity of the account of these final
moments of the hero’s life has its own poignancy—and, at the same
time, seems part of a general strategy aimed at disconcerting the read-
er; we can never be sure, as Robert S. Levine puts it, whether the nar-
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rator is “mocking Israel Potter or celebrating him” (viii). At the same
time we are certainly made to feel close enough to him so that we care
for him, and this makes the sudden rushed account all the more dis-
turbing. The only clearly focused object in this final chapter seems, in
fact, to be that “half-cord of stout hemlock,” which is clearly, even
obtrusively, signaled to us as a symbol of “forever arrested attentions,
and a long life still rotting in early mishap.” 
For once we get the impression that Potter himself, despite his “shat-
tered mind” and his bewilderment, is seeing clearly. Throughout the
novel, as Alide Cagidemetrio points out, he has been “a bad reader of
signs,” and thus “the parallel opposite of Melville’s configuration of
the reader’s type” (133). It is only in these final moments that he
appears to read and understand the signs that are presented to him—
when, of course, it is too late. 
In a work that is profoundly skeptical of all official historical narra-
tives, this wood-pile, ready to crumble into powder, seems to act as a
useful counter-balance to the pompous Bunker Hill Monument, to
which the author had addressed his satirical dedication at the very
beginning of the novel. It seems a far more fitting symbol of the absurd
sequence of events in which Israel Potter has more or less unwillingly
participated and which the reader has bemusedly followed. 
As already stated, the last poem in Robert Frost’s second volume of
poetry, North of Boston, is entitled “The Wood-Pile.” Just as Israel
Potter’s wood-pile is counterbalanced by the Bunker Hill Monument,
Frost’s wood-pile is counterbalanced by one of Frost’s most famous
(even monumental) poems at the beginning of the volume, “Mending
Wall.” These two blank-verse narratives, each of them seemingly per-
sonal reminiscences in an easy colloquial style, open and close the
book. “The Wood-Pile” has undoubtedly garnered less attention than
its counterpart poem, but is no less intriguing and is without doubt
equally ambiguous as a symbolic image.
Frost’s wood-pile is a “cord of maple, cut and split / And piled—and
measured, four by four by eight” (101). The poet seems to be courting
poetic bathos here, perhaps (as Richard Poirier suggests) deliberately
echoing the much-mocked lines of Wordsworth’s poem “The Thorn”:
“I’ve measured it from side to side, / ’Tis three feet long, and two feet
wide.” Indeed, the poem seems to begin with a conscious effort to find
the least promising landscape for poetic effusions, a “frozen swamp,”
where the “view was all in lines / Straight up and down of tall slim
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trees / Too much alike to mark or name a place by” (101). It is a picture
of a world with no distinguishing marks, in which the narrator can
only feel lost or alienated: “I was just far from home” (101).
Lines 10 to 17 are devoted to the description of “a small bird,” the
only thing that serves to animate this landscape. The lines also seem to
play deliberately and ironically with the pathetic fallacy—so ironically
that, as Ian Kendall put it, a normally subtle critic like Ian Hamilton,
dismissed the passage as “picture-book anthropomorphism,” and thus
“both misse[d] and prove[d] Frost’s point about the impossibility of
translating from species to species” (170). As Richard Poirier put it:
“That the paranoia and self-regard confusingly attributed to the bird
are really a characterization of the man who is observing the bird is fur-
ther suggested by the accusation that bird is ‘like one who takes /
Everything said as personal to himself’” (141). One is almost irre-
sistibly reminded of the neatly paradoxical lines in a song by Carly
Simon: “You’re so vain / I’ll bet you think this song is about you.”
The self-projection suggests the urgent desire on the speaker’s part to
establish some kind of contact with a natural world that otherwise
might seem unbearably alien—or even hostile. Some thing similar
occurs in poems like “Two Look at Two,” “Desert Places” and “The
Need of Being Versed in Country Things.” In this case the speaker only
abandons his attempt when his attention is caught by a new object
which testifies to the presence of another human being in this feature-
less swamp: the wood-pile. The trees had earlier been described as
being “all in lines / Straight up and down” but this regularity was
meaningless and ultimately alienating; the numerical measurements of
the “cord of maple,” instead, serve to indicate a human and rational
purpose behind the object. 
However, the purpose has clearly not been fulfilled. We are told
“Clematis / Had wound strings round and round it like a bundle”
(101). The concluding lines of the poem will continue to play on the
apparent collaboration between the work of humans and the work of
nature, although we become increasingly aware that this is merely an
illusion—one that the narrator seems desperately willing to believe in.
He notes that the cord is supported by a tree on one side, “still grow-
ing,” and “a stake and a prop” on the other; ominously “[t]hese latter
[are] about to fall.” The final lines are the most memorable in the whole
poem and worth quoting in full: 
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I thought that only
Someone who lived in turning to fresh tasks
Could so forget his handiwork on which
He spent himself, the labor of his ax,
And leave it there far from a useful fireplace
To warm the frozen swamp as best it could
With the slow smokeless burning of decay. (101)
Earlier the speaker had (at least apparently) accused the bird of inter-
preting “Everything said as personal to himself.” Now he appears to
read the woodpile in exactly the same fashion. Critics have pointed to
“The Tuft of Flowers” as providing an interesting point of comparison;
in the earlier poem the tuft of flowers spared by the previous mower
before the speaker came to the field to turn the grass seems like “a
message from the dawn” from “a spirit kindred to my own; / So that
henceforth I worked no more alone” (31). “The Tuft of Flowers” is a far
more cheering work, and the speaker’s interpretation of the “mes-
sage” seems fully justified in its optimism; it is, after all, a celebration
of an unambiguously positive manifestation of nature’s bounty and
beauty. The wood-pile, while it leaves us in no doubt of nature’s
power, is a much more troubling symbol, and we are far less con-
vinced by the upbeat message that the speaker seems to be deter-
mined to draw from it. 
Indeed, we get the impression that the speaker himself is not fully
persuaded by his own words. While the first half of the sentence is
devoted to the “Someone” who was responsible for creating the pile,
attributing his negligence to the fact that he “lived in turning to fresh
tasks,” the final words (and the final lines of the poem) draw irre-
sistibly away from this mysterious figure to the object and the “frozen
swamp” in which it has been abandoned. It becomes an object of futil-
ity, “far from a useful fireplace,” but the last two lines make it clear
that such a definition is only a result of the same pathetic fallacy that
the speaker had seemed to mock earlier in the poem. Although it
might not literally “warm the frozen swamp,” the “slow smokeless
burning of decay” is far from useless to the swamp itself. It is, indeed,
part of the inexorable processes of nature that Frost’s poetry is always
acknowledging, even as his speakers sometimes express their reluc-
tance to accept “the drift of things,” and their determination not to
“bow and accept the end / Of a love or a season” (38). In the end, the
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“upper boulders” will be spilt in the sun, the brook will “run out of
song and speed” (115) and the trees will “blot out and drink up and
sweep away / These flowery waters and these watery flowers / From
snow that melted only yesterday” (224). The final line of “The Wood-
Pile” is memorable in the way it pays tribute to the inexorability of
these processes. Poirier puts it well when he says that this line
“belongs not only in what it says but in its very cadence with Words -
worth’s evocation at the end of his sonnet ‘Mutability’ of ‘the unimag-
inable touch of Time’” (144). 
The two wood-piles have similar although not identical functions in
these two literary works. Melville’s novel is obviously more concerned
with the great events of North-American history, while Frost’s focus is
more particularly on the relationship of humankind to nature.
Melville’s (or Israel Potter’s) wood-pile thus stands as a symbol of the
insecurity and impermanence of human endeavors in a world of rap-
idly changing ideals and loyalties, while Frost’s wood-pile is a symbol
of the irrelevance of man-made creations in a world that remains
“wholly independent of human need or even human perception”
(Poirier 143-4). This is not to say that the two attitudes are mutually
exclusive; the author of Moby Dick was obviously keenly aware of the
natural world and Frost shows a clear understanding of American his-
tory not only in such poems as “The Black Cottage” but in the nu -
merous ones in which he focuses on the “former inhabitants” (to use
Thoreau’s term) of New England’s abandoned villages and farms.
Indeed, the images in the subsequent paragraphs of Melville’s novel—
“a little heap of ruinous burnt masonry, like a tumbled chimney, what
seemed the jams of the fire-place, now aridly stuck over here and there,
with thin, clinging, round prohibitory mosses, like executors’
wafers”—could have come from any number of Frost’s poems (“The
Census-Taker,” “The Need of Being Versed in Country Things,”
“Directive,” to name just a few). 
It would seem that the landscape of New England, both in its natu-
ral elements and in those elements forged by the forces of human his-
tory, provided the two writers with powerful symbols for their art.
They drew on them continually, and occasionally, as in this case, they
shared them. The lessons they draw from the land show their shared
perception that powerful stories can only come from people who are
“Pos sess ed by what [they] now no more possessed” (316). It is, as
Emily Dickinson was also aware, a question of one’s angle of percep-
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tion. As Frost puts it in “Time Out,” describing a reader of a mountain
(“The mountain he was climbing had the slant / As of a book held up
before his eyes”): “But the thing was the slope it gave his head” (323).
There is no doubt that both the novelist and the poet were profoundly
influenced by the “slope” that had been given them by their experience
of the landscape and the history of New England:
It was the obstinately gentle air
That may be clamored at by cause and sect
But it will have its moment to reflect. (323)
Notes
1. Frost does show some broader acquaintance with Melville’s works later in
his life; in 1952 he congratulated Lawrance Thompson (his future biogra-
pher) on his book Melville’s Quarrel with God and reveals a certain acquain-
tance with Melville’s major works. (Thompson 1964, 552-554).
Works Cited
Cagidemetrio, Alide. Fictions of the Past: Hawthorne and Melville. Amherst, MA.:
University of Massachusetts Press, 1992.
Kendall, Ian. The Art of Robert Frost. New Haven & London: Yale University
Press, 2012.
Melville, Herman. Israel Potter: His Fifty Years of Exile. Ed. with introduction,
Robert S. Levine. New York: Penguin, 2008. 
Poirier, Richard. Robert Frost: The Work of Knowing. Stanford, CA: Stanford
University Press, 1990.
Thompson, Lawrance, ed. Selected Letters of Robert Frost. New York, Chicago,
San Francisco: Holt, Rinehart, Winston, 1964.
——— . Robert Frost: The Years of Triumph, 1915-1938. New York, Chicago, San
Francisco: Holt, Rinehart, Winston, 1970.
119
